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To now allow ourselves the luxury of a little common sense 
in dealing with photography as an art form, we might admit 
that things are perhaps simpler than they seem. The various 
polemically introduced “factions” or contradictory intellec¬ 
tual positions vis a vis the aesthetics of photography, may be 
much more easily ignored than one would have liked to fore¬ 
see. For one, we may now be ready to give up the artificial 
but tenacious distinction between a “romantic” school of 
photography, and a “realist” or formalist one. Without be¬ 
laboring the history of this idea, I want to propose that a key 
contribution in its potential overcoming is in the work of 
Mark Power, himself generally identified as a “romanticist” 
in the medium. Besides writing science fiction, other novel- 
istic work, and criticism, Power has experimented in a num¬ 
ber of photographic techniques and approaches. He has 
worked with double and sequential images; with specifically 
narrative sequences, images actually accompanied by text 
captions; extensively with portraiture. He has used various 
cameras and printing techniques, including 35 mm, the Diana 
camera, Polacolor, SX-70, palladium, 8 x 10 view camera, and, 
most recently, the 4 x 5 view camera. Now he is color tinting 
his photographs. What has united the work is a constant 
underlying concern with autobiography, and an unselfcon¬ 
scious fascination with mythic imagery. 

Power has from the first wanted to understand his own aes¬ 


thetic predilections; he has examined himself in an extended 
roving soliloquy. He has externalized this project of excava¬ 
tion in a series of careful reflections, communicated in his 
teaching and published variously as fiction, criticism, and 
interview. More important, Power has continued to make 
and show photographs, developing steadily as an artist of 
passion, tenacious self-exploration, and steadily awakening 
sensual honesty. He has been at times a little hesitant, his 
work at moments becoming slightly arch or histrionic—but 
he has never been a boring artist nor a truly pretentious one. 
It is rare that an artist who has taken his own fantasy-life, or 
self, as his subject, without seeming to impart generally avail¬ 
able messages, can remain so basically straightforward and 
legible as does Power in much of his work, especially this 
recent work. 

Power’s photographs are full of secrecy. They exude a par¬ 
ticular quality of delicacy, of a kind of languorous, question¬ 
ing presence. Power can produce entirely irresistible work 
with a genuine quotient of depth and enduringness. And he 
seems increasingly to sustain the level of quality throughout 
a body of work. The magnetism of Power’s best work re¬ 
sides in an unusual synthesis he has forged between, on the 
one hand, an unabashed “romanticism,” indeed an almost 
Edwardian sweetness of style and imagery—and, on the 
other, an uncompromising avoidance of trickery or cheap 



seduction. The photographs in the present exhibition, rep¬ 
resenting a year’s rigorously edited production, may seem at 
moments nostalgic, but they are not cloying. 

In Power’s recent hand-tinted color photographs, he has 
abandoned the various earlier devices such as narrative ser- 
iality or captioning, concentrating on the images themselves, 
and, just as important, on the particular quality of their 
chromatic tonality. It is surely not coincidence that Power 
has chosen to bypass the “straight” photographer’s use of 
the camera’s indigenous processed color-film palette, opting 
for the more painterly solution to color handling in photo¬ 
graphy. His recent photographs are printed on black and 
white paper and colored with dyes, washed on after initial 
developing. Indeed Power increasingly appears to be 
an artist whose impulse derives from other than “straight 
photographic” sources—from literary fantasy, from surreal¬ 
ism generally, and, most startling, from the aesthetic belong¬ 
ing to printmaking such as etching or lithography. It is not 
as though Power is unaware of other photographers; in fact 
he is intimately familiar with the medium’s history and is 
consciously aware of his affinities with Julia Margaret 
Cameron, Lewis Carroll, Lewis Hine, Josef Sudek. Unlike 
these photographers, and oddly like some contemporary 
photographers he perhaps admires less, Power has lately been 
incorporating other photographs into his work. For even 
while this new work seems to be simpler and more “pure” 
photography than some of the earlier work incorporating 
juxtapositions and captioning, it is in fact more covered with 
artifice, more mediated, than before. There is a layering of 
images and a layering of thought. A peculiar thing occurs 
with some of these photographs of photographs. They are 
made by color-tinting the image, with perhaps an illusion- 
istically “superposed” feature, for example the fly in Untitled 
21 coated with rubber cement which is subsequently re¬ 
moved. The color-tinted paper with masked grey or color¬ 


less features is then often silenium-toned. What results from 
the combination of color and grey or sepia areas heightens 
these photographs’ character of slight tension: in these works 
which use other photographs for subject, with the addition 
of a sort of trompe I’oeil, after-the-fact, overlay, the original, 
“found,” photograph seems at the same time to be violated, 
even brutalized, and lovingly embellished. 

Power says that he feels he has moved away from the inti¬ 
mately personal and autobiographical nature of his earlier 
work since he is no longer concentrating on portraits of 
people close to him or dealing with private allegories or 
jokes. Now his subject is certainly more “objective” than 
before, but this recent work still has a rather ruminative 
character; we sense we are being let in on the artist’s fantasy, 
and in such photographs as Untitled 18 or Untitled 19, the fan¬ 
tasy engages us erotically. “The eroticism in my work is its 
least conscious element,” Power insists—but the viewer re¬ 
sponds to the works’ literal and metaphoric layerings, and to 
the sensuousness that occurs through the juxtaposition of 
flesh and gratuitous decoration, with a distinctly erotic, or 
at least emotional, sensation. 

It is remarkable that the new device, that of combining more 
than one photograph to make unexpected and often libid¬ 
inous associations, creates paradoxically Hcw-collage or mon¬ 
tage-like images. The works do not feel like “manipulated” 
photographs. Perhaps the unity and sense of an organic 
gestalt which Power achieves in these photographs is due in 
part to the use of subtle, painterly color. Certainly Power 
continues to draw upon his own predilection for romantic 
fantasy, but now he seems able as rarely before both to uni¬ 
versalize his reveries and to transcend the photographic med¬ 
ium while being true to its particular aesthetic. 


Jane Livingston 
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